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By Peter Mawson and John Long1, Vertebrate
Pest Research Section, Agriculture Protection
Board, Forrestfield
Foxes are often labelled as ruthless killers of
lambs, kid goats and poultry. However, studies
of the incidence of predation on lambs and kids
have shown that foxes generally kill less than
3 per cent of lambs and 3 to 5 per cent of kids,
as a percentage of total births (Alexander et al.
1967, Mann 1968, Long et al. 1988).

•

Are foxes, therefore, killers of lambs and kid
goats, or just timid scavengers?
Most studies of fox predation have shown the
effect foxes have on livestock production, but
few scientists have noted in detail the
behaviour of foxes in lambing and kidding
paddocks.
This article provides an insight into the
behaviour of foxes in lambing and kidding
paddocks at the Department of Agriculture's
Avondale Research Station, Beverley, and near
Moora, during 1987 and 1988.
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Watching foxes
The behaviour of foxes, sheep and goats was
recorded from five-metre-high observation
towers erected in paddocks. High luminosity
binoculars and spotlights were used to provide
improved visibility (see Long et al. 1988).
Interactions between foxes and lambs were
observed from sunset to sunrise during lambing
(total 240 hours), and of foxes only during postlambing (total 22.5 hours). Similar observations
of fox-kid interactions were also made during
kidding (total 276 hours), and of foxes only
during post-kidding (total 56 hours). Stock were
removed from paddocks during post-lambing
and post-kidding.
Behaviour of foxes
Foxes were active from sunset until dawn and
(rarely) up to an hour after sunrise. Their level of
activity was not greatly affected by light rain.
Foxes were most often observed alone, but two
or more foxes in close proximity to one another
were not uncommon. Foxes were never seen to
actively hunt as pairs or in groups, despite there
being as many as five foxes present in a paddock
at one time. The average number of foxes seen in
any six-hour period in lambing paddocks was 2. 7,
and 2.5 in kidding paddocks.

Foxes which could be individually identified
(for example, by short tails or limps) appeared
to have regular habits, and visited particular
sites or sections of paddocks several times
during a night. Scent marking, defecating and
urinating at prominent landmarks, such as
corners of fencelines, high ground in paddocks
and rock outcrops, were common.

Foxes, ewes and lambs
The behaviour of foxes towards ewes and
lambs varied. On most occasions foxes paid no
attention to sheep or lambs, but at other times
they appeared to avoid close contact with
them. Foxes often moved amongst flocks of
sheep with lambs while searching for food,
paying no obvious attention to them.

Foxes fed on afterbirth and carrion, or tried to
catch insects, mice, frogs and ducks, as well as
taking live lambs and kids.

When a fox confronted a ewe with lamb(s), the
fox would often dart back and forth in front of
the ewe as if trying to draw the ewe away. The
ewe's response usually prevented this.

Foxes often travelled considerable distances
during the time they were under observation.
They often stopped and rested, sometimes
sitting or laying down while appearing to
remain alert. Sometimes they curled up in
sheltered areas and appeared to sleep or rest
for anything from 30 minutes to two hours or
more.
Individual foxes spent, on average, 45 minutes
in lambing paddocks. This was not significantly
different from the average 38 minutes that foxes
spent in the same (empty) paddocks during
post-lambing. Foxes spent, on average, 22
minutes in kidding paddocks during kidding
and 21 minutes during post-kidding.
These results suggest that foxes are not attracted to paddocks specifically because lambs
or kids are present.

When ewes confronted them, foxes either
turned and ran away, or backed away a few
paces and watched. If a ewe chased a fox, the

fox always withdrew. However, most times
ewes showed no aggressive behaviour and
allowed foxes to move within a flock, even
when lambs were present.
When foxes encountered unattended lambs
they either ignored them or approached
cautiously until they were close enough to sniff
a particular lamb. Foxes mostly approached
lambs from the rear, even if the lambs were
sleeping.
Occasionally after sniffingat a lamb, the fox bit
it on the rump or lower back. The lamb then
woke and jumped to its feet. Most lambs when
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Kids are at greater risk of
predation by foxes than
lambs because does will
often leave kids unattended while grazing
some distance away.

tackled in this manner ran off, although not
always towards their mothers. If a lamb did
not run off, the fox often circled it several
times.
The bleating of bitten lambs usually alerted
the ewe whose lamb was in trouble, but if the
ewe was more than about 20 m away it appeared to have difficulty in accurately locating
its own lamb. Ewes often ran in the general
direction of bleating lambs, but often took
some minutes to locate them.
In a few rare instances foxes rushed into a
flock of sheep, knocked a lamb down, grabbed
it and attempted to drag it away. If the lamb
regained its feet or was helped by its mother,
the fox would try to take another lamb. Such
aggressive attacks greatly disturbed the
whole flock and usually resulted in one or
more ewes vigorously chasing the fox away.
None of these sudden attacks was observed to
be successful.
Foxes, goats and kids
As with sheep, the foxes' behaviour towards
goats and kids also varied. In most instances
foxes ignored the goats and their kids. One of
the main differences between goats and sheep
is that goats regularly leave their kids in a
sheltered area and move away while grazing.
Only when the kids are a few days old or
more, and active, do they accompany their
mothers during grazing sessions at night.
Foxes were often seen moving about amongst
flocks of grazing goats. The foxes paid little
attention to the goats, but invariably some of
the goats stopped grazing and watched their
progress.
If a fox came to within less than three metres
of a doe, the goat usually turned to face the
fox and merely stared at it. If the fox did not
retreat then the doe often gave a sharp, loud
snort. If the fox still did not withdraw far
enough the doe would stamp a foot and make
head-butting motions towards the fox.
Goats sometimes chased foxes for about 20 m.
When goats did chase foxes, one or more
other does sometimes joined the chase, but
usually they followed behind the goat which
had begun the chase.
When foxes showed an interest in kids attended by their mothers, the does always
successfully defended their kids, regardless of
how many they had.
l 44
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When foxes showed an interest in unattended
kids they were cautious when approaching the
kids, just as they were when approaching lambs.
If a fox grabbed at a kid it was invariably from the
rear and never with enough force to kill the kid,
or it seems, injure it. When kids were grabbed by
foxes they always called out loudly and the foxes
dropped them. Once the kids had been dropped
they quickly regained their feet and either ran
back to their siblings or turned and faced the
foxes.
Kids demonstrated the same defensive behaviour against foxes as did adult goats: staring at
the foxes, snorting, stamping feet and making
head-butting motions. If foxes tried to circle
round behind them, the kids would always tum
to face them.
When an attacked kid called out, nearby adult
goats would stop feeding and look in the direction of the call. If the mother of the kid in distress
was close by she would run straight to her kid's
defence. If the mother was some distance away
she often took longer to pin-point the kid's
precise location.
Adult goats were never seen to defend kids that
were not their own, even if they were within only
a few metres of a distressed kid.
On some of the colder nights that observations
were made, foxes were seen to rest or sleep
amongst groups of unattended kids and mixed
groups of kids and does. In many of these cases,
goats appeared unconcerned at the foxes being
so close, while in others they vigorously chased
the foxes away.

...

Missing lambs and kids

During the 516 hours of observations of Iambs
and kids we saw foxes carry carcasses away on
only three occasions, and one of those carcasses was dropped in a neighbouring paddock.

Fox with lamb carcass.
These studies showed that
foxes have a low level of
predation of live lambs or
kids.

Foxes may have taken more lambs and kids but
this seems unlikely, given the behaviour of
foxes observed during these two studies.
This aspect of fox behaviour needs further
consideration because these studies were
conducted in May, when foxes were not gathering food for young cubs. When foxes are raising
their young from July to December, they could
be expected to remove more carcasses or live
lambs and kids from paddocks.

•

An observation tower
used by the authors.
Once foxes became
familiar with the
spotlights, they behaved
normally.
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